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MODERN LANGUAGE NOTES. 



Baltimore, May, 1899. 



UNDERSTAND, GUESS, THINK, 

MEAN, SEMASIO LOGICALLY 

EXPLAINED. 

i. G. verstehen and E. understand have never 
been semasiologically explained. And yet the 
explanation is not far to seek. A term de- 
noting insight, perception, understanding may 
primarily mean one of several things, the most 
common of which are : ' sharpness, keenness, 
acuteness ; ' ' grasping, comprehension ; ' 'sep- 
arating, distinguishing.' 

The last mentioned class is very numerous. 
Thus: Lat. cemb ' separate, sift : distinguish, 
discern,' discernb 'separate: discern,' Gk. 
xpivGo ' separate : judge; ' Lat. distingub 'sep- 
arate : distinguish ; ' intelligb (' choose be- 
tween'): 'perceive, comprehend,' etc. So also 
in Germanic. Here the usual prefixes used 
in expressing separation are Goth. /air- 'for-,' 
OHG. fir-, etc.; OE. to-, OS. H-, OHG. zir-; 
OS. undar-, OE. under-, OHG. untar- 'inter-.' 

In the sense 'between, apart,' OHG. untar, 
etc., are to be compared with Lat. inter, which 
is used in the same way, and further with Gk. 
'dvrepor, Skt. aniara-m 'entrails.' Lat. inter, 
Germ, under may both go back to *nUr-, while 
Germ, under 'under' pre-supposes *ndh(r-. I 
do not find that it is generally recognized that 
we have here two distinct words. Kluge, Et. 
Wb.i, and Brugmann, Grd. I*, 413, compare 
Skt. ddhara-, etc., while Schade, Wb., refers to 
Lat. inter, etc. Paul, DWb. s. v. unter, ad- 
mits the double origin. As a prefix OHG. 
untar is equivalent to ' inter-, between, apart ' 
more often than to 'under;' and in NHG. 
unter- is not uncommon in the sense ' inter-.' 
In Eng. this under- is probably in undertake, 
cf. Fr. entreprendre. Finally, the same word 
is in ON. undorn 'mid-afternoon,' OE. undern 
'forenoon,' OHG. untorn ' midday,' Goth, un- 
daurni-mats 'breakfast.' Compare Lat. inter, 
interims. (Cf. Uhlenbeck, Et. Wb. s. v. un- 
daurnimats.) It is also in OE. under-wr&del 
■waist-band'='middle-band.' 

I call attention to the following parallels : 
OHG. untarbrecnan='Lat. interrumpo ; unter- 



dringen^L&t. inlerpello, interpono; untar- 
fdhan, untarneman=intercipio; untarfallan= 
intercido ; untarlazan^=intermitto ; untarque- 
dan, unlarsagen— interdict) ; untarqueman= 
intervenio; untarweban^intertexo ; untarbin- 
tan=interjungo ; uniarboio=inierpres, etc. 
This prefix in Lat. and in Germ., from the 
primary meaning 'between, middle,' came to 
denote separation. Hence in composition it is 
often equivalent to ' apart, off.' 

In words expressing separation the meaning 
'understand' may develop in two ways; 1. 'sep- 
arate: ' 'distinguish; ' 2. 'separate, take away, 
take in;' perceive.' To the first class belong 
Lat. cemb, distingub ; to the second intelligo, 
percipib. 

Of Germ. words which show this development 
may be mentioned (1) : OHG. untar-sceidan 
'divide, separate:' 'distinguish,' untar-scidon 
'discern;' OE. td-d&lan 'divide, distribute:' 
'discern, distinguish,' tb-ddl ' division, disper- 
sion, dissension :' 'discretion;' tb-sedd ' differ- 
ence, diversity:' 'discrimination,' to-seddan 
'separate, disperse: ' 'discern,' OHG. za-scei- 
dan 'separate: ' 'distinguish,' MHG. ge-schide 
'gescheit; ' OE. tb-syndran 'separate: ' 'distin- 
guish; ' tb-tweeman 'divide, separate, scatter: ' 
'discern;' OE. cleofan 'split, cleave:' E. clever, 
LG., Du. kluftig 'wise, clever' (cf. Kluge and 
Lutz, Eng. Et.); ON. skilja 'separate: ' skit 
'discernment,' E. skill. 

To class 2. belong: OE. under-gielan ('get 
apart, take to oneself,' as forgietan ' forget '— 
' lose '): 'understand, perceive,' or-giete (' able 
to be got out,' pre-Gzm\.*us-ghedj.o-): 'clearly 
perceivable.manifest;' under-niman 'take upon 
oneself, undertake:' 'take in, understand,' 
OHG. fir-neman 'take away, take to oneself: ' 
'perceive ; ' ceosan ' choose out, find out : ' 
' perceive, see.' 

To these we can add OHG. fir-stantan, MHG. 
ver-stan, -sten 'hinder from, intercept : ' ('take 
to oneself) 'understand, perceive, notice,' OE. 
for-standan 'obstruct, intercept:' 'understand,' 
MHG. under-stdn 'undertake, take upon one- 
self, seize, attain: ' OE. under-standan ' take 
for granted, perceive, understand.' Thatthese 
words came to mean ' perceive, understand ' 
through 'intercept, take to oneself admits of 
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but little doubt. This entirely explains their 
origin and use. Thus OE. under standan 'take 
for granted, assume' points plainly to this ori- 
gin. Notice also such expressions as einen 
Wink verstehen 'take a hint,' keinen Spass ver- 
stehen 'not take a joke.' It will be seen that 
under- and ver- have the same force in this 
compound. So also they correspond in OE. 
under-niman 'take in, understand ' and OHG. 
fir-neman 'perceive.' As for stdn, standan, 
that in its transitive use means 'cause to stand, 
stop,' and consequently gives in this compound 
the meaning 'intercept, seize, take.' The 
further development is similar to fir-neman. 
Compare also the similar force of E. undertake 
and G. sich unterstehen. A reference to Gk. 
Ixidrajitai in explaining verstehen, understand 
is futile, since, in any case, the Gk. word de- 
veloped in meaning differently. That, if from 
the root std- 'stand,' would give 'stand oven 
oversee, care for, give attention to,' hence 
'perceive, know, understand.' 

2. E. guess, ME. gesse'xs referred doubtfully 
by Kluge and Lutz, Eng. Et., to a Germ, base 
*gbtisbn. This seems quite probable. For we 
may derive the word from the root ghed- ' ob- 
tain, find, get: ' Gk. x av Sdv<io, Lat. pre-hendb 
'hold,' Goth, bi-gitan 'find,' etc. The word is 
frequently used in expressing mental activity, 
and occurs in fact, in the sense 'guess.' So in 
Lat. comprehendo, apprehendd, OE. under- 
gietan 'understand,' andgiet 'intellect,' or-giete 
'manifest,' forgietan 'forget,' ON. geta 'arrive 
at, suppose, conjecture,' geta 'supposition, 
guess,' gata 'riddle,' O. Ch. SI. gadati 'guess.' 

3. Goth, pagkjan 'think,' pugkjan 'seem,' 
pagks 'thank' with their congeners in Germ, 
are compared with OLat. longed ' think,' 
Praenestine tongitib 'opinion.' But this brings 
us no further, for we know no more about the 
word than before. A word is not explained 
until we find out the origin of its meaning. 
Now it is certain that a word expressing mental 
action cannot be original as such. Think must 
have had some other meaning; it must go back 
to some concrete term. The primary meaning 
of a word for 'think' might be 'revolve, reflect; 
weigh, ponder; measure, meditate; regard, 
contemplate; reckon, calculate; value, esti- 
mate ; hold ; touch upon; ' or a hundred other 
possibilities. 



Therefore, in looking for the etymon of think 
we need only discover a phonetically identical 
word from whose meaning ' think ' might de- 
velop. Such a word we have in Lat. tango 
'reach, arrive at, come to; touch, take hold of, 
handle; affect, impress.' (On the ablaut of 
tango cf. Brugmann, Grd. ii, 999.) From this 
certainly 'think' could develop. Compare ON. 
geta 'arrive at:' ' suppose,' Lat. apprehendd, 
comprehendo; percipio ; G. begreifen ; E. 
grasp, etc. 

The root te(n)g- 'come to, reach' is probably 
related to teg- ' run ' and teng- ' ausreichen, 
thrive:' Lith. teku 'run,' Skt. takti 'hasten,' 
A v. taxma 'quick, strong,' Lith. tdnkus 'com- 
pact,' tenku 'reicheaus,' Goth, peihan 'thrive,' 
etc. (Cf. Brugmann, Grd. 12,578-9.) The order 
of developed meanings would be: 'hasten, 
run; reach, come to; touch, take hold of, 
grasp,' etc. Compare also teg- 'take, get, be- 
get' in OE. picgan 'take, receive,' ON. piggja, 
same, OHG. dickan 'implore,' primarily 'take 
hold of (compare Goth, ga-plaihan 'fondle, 
caress; ' MHG. vlehen 'entreat'), Gk. rixroo 
'beget, bear,' roxoS 'birth, child,' etc. Cf. 
Prellwitz, Et. Wb.; Schade, Wb. s.v. dig/an. 

With OHG. dickan compare OE. pingian 
'intercede, plead, make terms with, speak,' 
pingan 'address,' OHG. dingbn 'plead a case, 
make a bargain, hire,' ding 'thing, meeting,' 
etc. Similarly Lat. tango 'touch upon, treat of, 
handle, mention, discuss; ' petb 'rush at: ' 'be- 
seech.' 

For the development of meaning ' hasten : ' 
' reach, touch' compare OHG. zilbn 'hasten : ' 
OS. tiiian 'reach, acquire; ' Gk. -iterojuai 'fly,' 
Lat. petb ' rush at : ' ' fetch ; ' OHG. funden 
'hasten ; ' findan 'find;' OE. rSsan 'rush, at- 
tack,' ge-ris 'fury: ' rtsan 'seize.' 

4. OHG. meinen 'meinen, denken, sagen, 
erklaren,' OE. mcenan 'mean, allude to, intend, 
speak of, relate, complain of.'OCh. SI. menja, 
meniti 'meinen' cannot be directly compared 
with the root men- 'think,' if indeed they be 
related at all. They are rather from the root 
me-\p-, ml- 'measure,' from which come the 
bases moi-io-, moi-no-. From the primitive 
xootme- 'measure' come similarly Lat. tneditor 
'meditate,' Gk. jiuSo/iai 'ponder, devise,' 
HrjSo/xai 'intend, resolve,' Goth, miton 'think.' 

The root, in its simple form me-, occurs in 
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Skt. ma-ti, mi-md-ti 'measure,' and, in its en- 
larged {orm,me-\o-, ml-, in mi-mt-te, pass. »»7- 
j'rf-fc 'measure, measure off, measure through, 
traverse, consider, compare ; measure out, 
allot, assign to ; prepare, form ; show, prove,' 
mita- 'measured out, equivalent to; moderate, 
scanty, small ; estimated.' 

The p. p. mita- may, to be sure, be for 
*m?td-, but the meanings are what we are most 
concerned with now, and whether this particu- 
lar form is from me- or ml- is of little conse- 
quence. In any case a derivative of the root 
ml- would partake of its meanings and might 
be used in as many different senses as the 
parent word. It needs no proof to show that 
the base mot-no- in Germ. *mainjan ' mean, 
think; tell, declare' maybe a derivative of the 
root ml-, which in Skt. means 'measure, con- 
sider; show, prove.' The base mot-no- occurs 
also in Lat. munus <*moinos- 'gift, office, duty, 
service, favor,' primarily 'something measured 
out, allotted, an allotment, portion, share;' 
com-miinis ('sharing together'), 'common,' 
Goth, ga-mains 'sharing, common,' OHG. 
gimeini 'gemeinsam, gemein,' mein 'false, de- 
ceitful,' Lith. mamas 'exchange.' (Cf. Uhlen- 
beck, Et. Wb. s. v. gamains; Brugmann, Grd. 
I», 185.) 

These words are referred by Uhlenbeck to a 
root met-, moi-, Skt. mdyate 'exchange.' This, 
however, is the same root. Skt. ml- 'measure, 
measure out, compare ' shows the original 
sense of 'exchange.' Similarly 'deceive' comes 
from 'compare, make like, imitate, counterfeit,' 
Compare also Skt. mimlte 'measure, compare:' 
Gk. jji/teo/nai 'imitate,' niixo% 'actor; ' mimlte 
'measure off,' mita 'measured off, scanty, 
small: ' minati 'diminish, injure; ' mimlte 'mete 
out, arrange, form, build : ' minbti ' establish, 
build,' Lat. moenia 'walls,' munib 'fortify.' 

The base mei-to-, moi-to- occurs in Goth. 
maidjan 'change, corrupt,' ON. meiffa 'injure,' 
Goth, ga-maips 'frail, feeble,' OS. gi-med OHG. 
gi-meit 'foolish,' OE. ge-mad 'foolish, mad,' 
Lat. miitb 'change,' Gk. Sic. fiolroi 'thanks, 
favor,' Goth, maipms, OE. mdpnm 'gift,' etc. 
These words are connected by Uhlenbeck, Et. 
Wb., and referred to the same root as in Goth. 
ga-mains, etc. To these I should add OHG. 
m'eta, miata, OS. m'eda, mieda, OFrs. m'ede, 
nitde, OE. mid ' reward, pay,' pre-Germ. 



*meitd-. With this explanation they are, of 
course, to be separated from Goth, mizdo, OE. 
meord, Gk. //j<J3oS, etc. At best the old com- 
parison has never been satisfactorily explained , 
while this comparison explains itself. 

Compare the development in meaning in the 
bases me-t- and me-d-: Gk. nr}Ti<i ' wisdom, 
skill, craft; advice, plan, Skt. mdti- 'measure, 
insight,' Lat. metior 'measure, distribute, 
traverse, estimate, consider,' metor 'measure, 
traverse, lay out, erect,' OE. «S/> 'measure, 
degree, proportion, share, rank, one's due, re- 
spect, efficacy, power, capacity; ' metan 'meas- 
ure, limit, compare, traverse,' OHG. mezzan 
'measure, traverse, allot, give, form, compose, 
consider, estimate,' OE. mate 'insignificant, 
small, few, bad,' MHG. maze 'moderate,' 
mdzen ' measure off, limit, diminish, make 
smaller, be moderate, refrain from, compare.' 
Cf. Prellwitz, Et. Wb. s. v. nfjtis, jueSojuai. 

Francis A. Wood. 
Cornell College. 



GOETHE AND WORDSWORTH. 
I wish to call attention to the parallelism be- 
tween certain passages in Faust i, and Book iv 
of 'the Excursion' ('Despondency Corrected'). 
In 'Wald und Hohle,' which, in a position 
different from its present place in the poem, 
formed part of the 'Fragment' of i79o,Goethe's 
own religious nature inspires the panegyric 
raised by Faust to the 'Spirit Sublime,' 

Erhabner Geist, du gabst mir, gabst mir alles, 

Warum ich bat 

Gabst mir die herrliche Natur zum K8nigreich, 

Kraft, sie zu ftthlen, zu geniessen. Nicht 

Kalt staunenden Besuch erlaubst du nur, 

Vergonnest mir in ihre tiefe Brust 

Wie in den Busen eines Freunds zu schauen, 

Du fiihrst die Reihe der Lebendigen 

Vor mir vorbei, und lehrst mich meine Brlider 

Im stiilen Busch, in Luft und Wasser kennen. 

These verses may be said to fore-shadow 
Goethe's evolutionary theories ; their burden, 
however, is a nature-worshipping pantheism. 
There are not wanting, in German literature of 
the eighteenth century, veiled allusions to the 
universal brotherhood of all animate creatures, 
from the ' Irdisches Vergniigen ' of Brockes to 
Herder's ' die Natur ' ; but it remained for 
Goethe clearly to voice this Buddhistic, rather 
than Christian, notion. 

In Book iv of ' the Excursion ' we read : 
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